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BREAKING NEWS AT CHICAGOTRIBUNE.CO 


CORONAVIRUS OUTBREAK 


State facing a ‘world of hurt’ 


Pritzker says $2.7B revenue shortfall in 2020 looms and up to $74B next year 
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Customers ride a sparsely occupied Metra Electric line on Wednesday during a coronavirus pandemic that has hit the agency’s business hard. 


MASS TRANSPORTATION 


Metra’s ridership derailed 


April volume down by 
97% and $500M hole 
forecast for 2 years 


By Mary WISNIEWSKI 


Metra expects to lose more 
than $500 million in sales tax and 
ticket revenues by the end of 2021 
due to fallout from the co- 
ronavirus pandemic, and there 
are worries that some riders may 
not return once the health crisis 
is over. 

“Commuter rail will not be the 
same after COVID-19? Metra 
Chief Financial Officer Thomas 
Farmer told board members in an 


online meeting Wednesday. 

Ridership may never go back 
to 2019 levels, and ifit does, it may 
take one to three years, Farmer 
said. 

Metra ridership is projected to 
be down 97% in April, compared 
with April 2019, while CTA rider- 
ship is down about 80% com- 
pared with normal levels. 

CTA and Pace are seeing less 
extreme hits to ridership because 
passengers are more likely to use 
the CTA for non-work trips, like 
grocery shopping or doctor visits, 
Farmer said. But Metra is almost 
entirely dependent on commut- 
ers, who are mostly working from 
home, if they still have jobs. 


“We have just been crushed,” 
Farmer said. 

Despite the agency’s concerns, 
several riders contacted by the 
Tribune said they planned to go 
back to Metra once the crisis is 
over, because it’s better than 
dealing with traffic and high 
garage parking rates. 

Stefanie Wright, 43, of Logan 
Square, said she misses Metra 
and will take it again once she 
resumes commuting downtown. 
But she suspects some people 
won't because they’re losing their 
jobs and won’t be able to stay in 
the area. 

“T think ridership will be down 
for an extended period of time,” 


Wright said. 

Kelly Walsh, 45, also of Logan 
Square, said she plans to resume 
riding Metra when her office 
reopens too. She thinks it will be 
safer than the “L,” because it’s 
much less crowded and social 
distancing is easier. 

“I expect that I will be continu- 
ing and so will everybody that I 
know,” Walsh said. 

Crysta Vesely of Wheaton told 
the Tribune that she usually takes 
Metra into the city once a week to 
see a client, but hasn’t made the 
trip since the client’s office shut 
down and everyone started work- 
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TRACKING THE DISEASE 


City said to be ‘bending the curve’ 


New data from officials 
offer perspective on 
battle against virus 


By JOE MAHR 
AND CECILIA REYES 


Chicago Mayor Lori Lightfoot 
and the city health commissioner, 
Dr. Allison Arwady, released new 
data Wednesday that they say 
show the city is winning the fight 
against COVID-19, though the 
endgame remains unclear. 

Lightfoot’s administration 
rolled out the new numbers 
around the same time that Gov. 
J.B. Pritzker has offered a similar 
perspective on the state’s battle. 


Those messages are being deliv- 
ered as the governor and mayor, 
both Democrats, could face pres- 
sure to scale back restrictions that 
were instituted to limit the virus’s 
spread. 

The state’s stay-at-home direc- 
tive is scheduled to expire April 
30, and Republicans both in 
Illinois and Washington, D.C., are 
asking when the economy will be 
reopened. 

City officials promised 
Wednesday to post the new data 
on the city’s coronavirus website 
and continue to update it, so 
residents can get a better picture 
of the information the city is using 
to make its decisions. 

Here’s how Chicago officials 


described the so-called pandemic 
curve and the city’s place on it: 


What’s the curve? Public 
health officials talk about visu- 
alizing a pandemic like the hill of 
a roller coaster. The number of 
cases starts low, then begins to 
increase rapidly. The rise slows 
down before the number of cases 
crests and then drops back to 
nearly none. Interventions, such 
as people staying at home, can 
affect this trajectory. 


Where are we on the curve? 
Nobody can say with certainty, 
given the relatively low numbers 
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Chicago Mayor Lori Lightfoot has 
told reporters that the city re- 
mained “some good ways away” 
from the coronavirus peak. 


By JAMIE MUNKS, 
DAN PETRELLA 
AND RICK PEARSON 


Gov. JB. Pritzker on Wednes- 
day provided a glimpse of the 
havoc the new coronavirus is 
unleashing on the state’s already 
precarious finances, starting with 
a projected shortfall of $2.7 billion 
for the budget year that ends June 
30. 

To fill that hole, which is due in 
part to Pritzker’s decision to move 
the state’s income tax filing dead- 
line from April to July to match a 
federal delay, the governor is 
authorizing up to $1.2 billion in 
short-term borrowing, which will 
need to repaid during the state’s 
next budget year. 

That budget, taking effect July 
1, faces a projected $4.6 billion 
shortfall, which with the repay- 
ment of the short-term borrowing 
would grow to $6.2 billion. And if 
voters in November don’t approve 
an amendment to the state consti- 
tution to move from a flat-rate toa 
graduated-rate income tax, the 
shortfall would widen to $74 
billion, he said. 

The General Assembly has yet 
to take up the budget Pritzker 
proposed in February, more thana 
month before issuing his stay-at- 
home order, and it remains un- 
clear how lawmakers will vote on 
abudget this spring if that order or 
other such restrictions extend into 
May. 

“Tlinoisans are all too familiar 
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23 deaths due 
to virus at 
Joliet facility 


The number of coronavirus- 
related deaths at the Symphony of 
Joliet nursing home has risen 
sharply since last week, when it 
reported a total of three deaths, 
including a staff member. A 
spokeswoman says workers at the 
home are following all govern- 
ment guidelines for minimizing 
spread of the disease. Page 5 


E The Chicago City Council 
meeting was held online for the 
first time on Wednesday. Page 4 
E With students learning 
remotely, retired teachers offer 
free online tutoring. Page 6 

E Government relief checks have 
begun arriving in Americans’ bank 
accounts. Page 9 

E Consumers clamoring to get 
money back for unused airline 
tickets, tours and more. Business 
E What you need to know about 
the cloudy fate of Chicago’s 
summer music festivals. A+E 
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A beach in Porter, Indiana, is closed after an August 2019 chemical spill 
in a tributary. The public wasn’t alerted to the spill until days afterward. 


After fish-killing spill, fishy acts alleged 


Indiana accuses steel 
mill of manipulating 
water pollution samples 


By MICHAEL HAWTHORNE 


After an ArcelorMittal steel 
mill dumped fish-killing cyanide 
and ammonia into a Lake Michi- 
gan tributary last summer, Indiana 
state inspectors showed up at least 
four times to gauge how the 
company responded. 

They didn’t like what they 
found. 

Despite promises to regain the 
trust of neighboring communities, 
executives at the sprawling Burns 


Harbor complex failed to stop 
cyanide- and ammonia-laden 
wastewater from pouring into the 
lake, the inspectors concluded. 

Their investigations turned up 
something else that disturbed 
them. 

In a scathing report filed in 
January, the Indiana Department 
of Environmental Management 
inspectors accused ArcelorMittal 
of reanalyzing water samples con- 
taining high levels of pollution and 
replacing the initial results with 
others that came back clean. 

“This practice is not allowable,” 
the report concluded. “Arcelor- 
Mittal’s self-monitoring program 
is either capable of generating 


valid results based upon one 
analysis of a given sample or it is 
not.” 

The Luxembourg-based com- 
pany denied it manipulated test 
results. So state inspectors went 
back to the steel mill with col- 
leagues from the U.S. Environ- 
mental Protection Agency. They 
also stopped by the contract labo- 
ratory that analyzed the suspect 
water samples. 

A summary of the inspections, 
posted on IDEM’s website with- 
out notice last month, details how 
ArcelorMittal and the lab botched 
the legally required docu- 
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~~ Tom Skilling’s forecast High 46 Low2 


8 Chicago Weather Center: Complete 
forecast on back page of A+E section 
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